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ABSTRACT 

This study sought to investigate the experiences of leaders involved in a transition 

from specialist role to leadership role at the Eastern Cape Development Agency, South 

Africa. A qualitative case study within a constructivist paradigm was adopted. Bridges’ 

(1991) theory of transition was used in this study to understand and analyse the 

process of transition in this study. The study used purposive sampling technique, 

where six leaders were selected and interviewed. The data was analysed through 

inductive and content analysis techniques. The findings are presented thematically 

and supported with participants verbatim. The study established that as specialists 

transition to leadership roles they experience lack of role clarity, stress (role strain), 

resistance, inadequate support, shock, increased work load (role strain) and role 

conflict. These experiences influence on their role identity, expertise, peer 

relationships and financial status. The study also established that for smooth and 

successful transition, consultation, participation, proper succession planning, and 

training is vitally important. This was necessary to ease the tension between 

management, leadership, specialist responsibilities, and resistance from specialists. 

The study recommends adequate support and preparation in all stages of transition to 

ensure that the organization benefits from the transition. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The purpose of the study was to investigate how selected leaders experienced the 

transition from specialist role to leadership role at the Eastern Cape Development 

Agency, and how this shaped their leadership identity. The Agency used as a case 

study remains anonymous due to internal processes and ethical requirements. 

Therefore, it shall be referred to as ECDA through the study. The ECDA is a national 

Agency with offices all around the Eastern Cape, South Africa, and it has been in 

existence since May 2012. Its vison is that of being a leading and vibrant 

organization that improves livelihoods and develops sustainable communities in the 

Eastern Cape Province, South Africa.  

The organization’s aim is to drive, coordinate and facilitate implementation of 

integrated high impact programmes of development in the Eastern Cape by forming 

partnerships with disadvantaged communities, the private sector, other public sector 

organisations and departments with the main objective of building a vibrant and 

sustainable economy. 

1.2 Context of the research 

Bridges (1991) noted that change is situational whereas transition is psychological. He 

suggested that transition is a three-phase process, with an ending, a neutral zone, and 

a new beginning. The ending is characterized as letting go of old realities and readying 

oneself for a new situation. The neutral zone is the core of the transition, characterized 

by replacement of old behaviours with new. The neutral zone comes after the ending 

stage. According to Bridges (1991:5), the neutral zone is “no- man’s land” due to the 

fact that it lies between the former role and the new role. Vrazel (2013) regards the 

neutral zone as a bridge spanning across the old role and the new role.  

Plakhotnik and Rocco (2010) argue that it is at this stage that individuals are expected 

to depart from their normal way into a new way of doing things. The new beginning is 
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just that: a new beginning with new skills and a new outlook on the transition. In the 

new beginning phase, those individuals undergoing transition are prepared for their 

new roles having obtained the required skills and expertise (Vrazel, 2013). This is the 

stage where one can see if the leaders are ready for the new role or not. The new 

beginning phase is characterized by new identities, attitudes, values and 

understandings. Bridges (1991) also suggested that individuals need to go through all 

of the phases to make a successful transition. Given that organizational change is 

inevitable (Kreiter & Kinicki, 2001); this study investigated the experiences of 

specialists as they transitioned into leadership roles in an Agency in the Eastern Cape 

and how it impacted their identity.  

This agency is tasked with economic development in the Eastern Cape Province. 

According to Potts (2016), transition is a great time to shed behaviours, it is also 

through transition that old behaviours are shed that can hold a leader back. Leaders 

are encouraged to embrace efficient and effective behaviours that will assist them in 

carrying out their roles. Potts (2016) further informs us that a new role could typically 

mean irregular hours and test in the work/life balance due to additional stress. 

Transition occurs when individuals within an organization move from one job or rank 

to another (Jaca, 2018). 

It involved adapting to a new situation and integrating changes into the lives of those 

going through change (Kralik, Visentin & Van Loon, 2006). Adapting to the new 

demands of leadership is challenging when an employee is used to being a specialist. 

According to Gentry, Logan and Tonidandel (2014), failure to equip the individuals 

involved in the transition process with the necessary leadership skills makes transition 

difficult and challenging. Gentry, Logan and Tonidandel (2014) assert that there is 

difficulty in asserting authority if an individual assumes a leadership role after being an 

ordinary employee. The failure to assert authority and power when an individual is 

promoted to a leadership position can pose as a challenge when transition has 

occurred. 

Transition implies added functions and responsibilities such as people management, 

performance management, influencing and motivating others. Whilst transition from 

specialists to leadership roles can be exciting, it has proven to be equally stressful for 

the incumbents (Jaca, 2018). The main source of stress in transition stems from 
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various and distinct leadership competencies required post transition in the 

organization (Jaca, 2018). Entering the new role is therefore the beginning and not the 

end goal. Ideally, leaders should be trained thoroughly in terms of the skills required 

in their preparation to transition to a new role after being appointed (Jaca, 2018).  

Day (2000) mentions that a leadership development approach is oriented towards 

building organizational capacity to proactively perform the basic leadership tasks to 

collectively set direction, create alignment and maintain commitment and motivation. 

Leadership is defined differently in different societies (Holtzhausen, 2014), making it 

a somewhat elusive concept (Smit, Cronje, Brevis & Vrba, 2013) that is not an easy 

task to define (de Beer, 2017; Holtzhausen, 2014; Smit et al., 2013). For de Beer 

(2017), the activities creating a bridge between objectives being achieved and 

planning in the enterprise for the organization are referred to as leadership. 

Nieuwenhuizen (2019) defines effective leadership as the utilization of personal 

attributes in combination with power relations as an instrument to formulate exciting 

visions, implement strategies and bring about change in a successful manner to attain 

results to the benefit of all the stakeholders.  

Stryker and Burke (2000:289) imply a duality: “role is external; it is linked to social 

positions within the social structure whereas identity is internal, consisting of 

internalized meanings and expectations associated with a role.” Ashforth (2001) 

maintains that each role carries with it an identity that contains specific values, goals, 

beliefs, norms, interaction styles, and time horizons. As specialists they are sure of 

what they are doing whereas as leaders there is a level of uncertainty, they have a 

duty to their subordinates and must be part of strategy in the organization. 

Ashforth’s (2001) model incorporates the motives of becoming situated in a role: 

identity (who I am in the organization), belonging (who I am with others), and meaning 

(what and why I am), and control (how I am). Stryker and Burke (2000) argue that: 

how we act has a great deal with who we think we are and how we see ourselves. 

McCall & Simmons (as cited in Farmer, Kung-Mc Intyre &Tierney, 2003) argue that a 

role identity is a self-view, or a meaning attributed to oneself in relation to a specific 

role, that which is generated reflexively through perceived appearance to self or 

others, self-judgment of that appearance, and affect based on that judgment. Farmer, 

Kung-McIntyre and Tierney, (2003) state that a role identity reflects an internalized set 
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of role expectations, with the importance of the identity being a function of commitment 

to the relevant role.  

Chang et al. (2005) maintain that when people experience role stress during transition, 

they need support in the form of stress education and being taught management 

strategies. As specialists, transition to leadership roles they might experience lack of 

role clarity, stress (role strain), resistance, inadequate support, shock, increased work 

load (role strain) and role conflict. The influence on their role identity could be new 

expertise, changes in relationships and change in financial status. The transition in the 

current study shall be that of specialists who were promoted to leadership positions in 

an Agency.  

1.3 Research Problem 

Learning how to deal with, prepare, and plan for transition in advance has become a 

vital part of organizations’ strategy plans. Aitken and Higgs (2012) suggests that much 

of the dysfunctional behaviour seen in working environments during change are 

caused by change leaders in relation to not practicing what they advise and/or 

personal values that conflicts between managers, employees, suppliers, customers 

and stakeholders. Thus, change leaders need to recognize the necessity for being 

consistent during the change process. According to Kotter (2012:28), “leadership 

defines what the future look like, aligns people with that vision, and inspires them to 

make it happen, despite the obstacles”.  

The researcher of this study suggests that the challenges experienced by leaders 

could, partly, be related to issues in transitioning to a leadership role. A lack of 

knowledge of the transitional experiences of leaders may possibly lead to a continuous 

lack of clear understanding of what newly appointed leaders could and should do to 

ensure that a successful transition takes place. Knowledge about what happens during 

the leaders’ transition process may also assist in terms of identifying the support 

leaders need at different stages of their transition. Some of the literature indicate that 

during the transition period leaders experience changes that are both personal, such 

as financial benefits and status, work-related which involve changes in their 

responsibilities and their relationships with former peers (Jaca, 2018).  
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The challenges experienced during transition include the lack of role clarity; a lack of 

subject knowledge, management and leadership skills; heavy workloads, time 

constraints; tension between management, leadership and specialist responsibilities; 

a resistance from specialists; and inadequate support. Hence, the emphasis of the 

study, there are several key questions that have to be raised, and these will be further 

elaborated in the following section.  

1.4 Research Question 

Based on the problem area just discussed, the following research question, which will 

serve as the basis for this thesis have been formulated: 

“How the leaders of an Eastern Cape Development Agency experienced a transition 

from specialist roles to the leadership roles and how this shaped their leadership 

identity”.  

1.5 Aims and objectives  

The aim of this study is to examine how the leaders of an Eastern Cape Development 

Agency experienced a transition from specialist roles to the leadership roles and how 

this shaped their leadership identity. Specifically, this study seeks to achieve the 

following sub-goals which are: 

1. To establish the changes and identify challenges experienced by leaders during 

the transition process from a specialist role to a leadership role; 

2. To describe leaders readiness and how they adapt to change during the 

transition process. 

3. To identify the support needs of leaders during the transition process; 

4. To describe how the leaders define themselves in the new role and its identity 

and formulate recommendations on how to support them during the transition 

process; 
 

1.6 Research Rationale and Justification of the Study 
  

This study sought to investigate the experiences of leaders’ transition from specialist 

to leadership roles at the Eastern Cape Development Agency, South Africa. A 
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qualitative case study within a constructivist paradigm was adopted and Bridges’ 

(1991) theory of transition is used in this study to explain or interpret the transition 

processes in the case study. Transitions within organisations are characterized with 

changes and challenges, and thus, it is important to investigate the leaders’ 

experiences of such changes. The current study seeks to understand how 

organisations handle the transition process, how do leaders experience the transition 

and what changes they encountered.  

1.7 Research Methodology 

A phenomenological paradigm will be adopted, considering that the research is 

qualitative in nature (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Qualitative research paradigms, also 

known as constructivist/social constructivist, interpretive (De Vos, Strydom, Fouché & 

Delport, 2018), naturalistic, post-positive or post-modern perspective (Li, Liping, Elias 

& Theron, 2018), are based on describing a phenomenon in a holistic, contextually 

and deep comprehensive manner. The senior management unit at the Agency will 

serve as a sub-case of study. Denscombe (2014:31) believes that focusing on what 

requires investigation is indeed the defining characteristic of the case study approach 

and its focus point.  

The aim of this study is to examine how the leaders of an Eastern Cape Development 

Agency experienced a transition from specialist roles to the leadership roles and how 

this shaped their leadership identity. A nonprobability (Neuman, 2014:278) purposive 

sampling technique (Cant, 2015:81; Lumadi, 2015:235; Struwig & Stead, 2015:116) 

was used to select a group (Brynard, Hanekom & Brynard, 2018). 

The Researcher followed the Human Ethics guidelines and requirements to conduct 

the study. Through the principle of non-maleficence, the researcher did not harm the 

participants (Elias & Theron, 2018; Lune & Berg, 2017) and participants were assured 

of their confidentiality (Dane, 2018; Delvin, 2018; Salkind, 2019; Saunders & Lewis, 

2018). The participants were given a choice to withdraw from the research at any time 

and remain anonymous, as the researcher was sensitive to the participants’ possible 

fears. 
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1.8 Outline of the Study 

Chapter 1 focuses on introducing the topic and research question, the background, 

proposition and justification of the study. 

Chapter 2 presents the literature review on role transition theory and role identity.  

Chapter 3 describes the research methodology chosen for the study. Key 

methodological components such as research design, research approach, paradigm, 

methods and tools of data collections, analysis and ethical consideration are 

presented in this chapter.  

Chapter 4 focuses on data presentation, interpretation and analysis of findings.  

Chapter 5 discusses the findings of the research.  

Chapter 6 focuses on recommendations on how leaders can benefit from 

organizational changes made. Lastly, the limitations identified during the research are 

highlighted and future areas of research are suggested. 

1.9 Conclusion 

In this chapter, the background and contextualization of the study has been done, 

where the principles of transition in organization have been briefly discussed. Informed 

by objectives, literature and theoretical framework. The methodological processes has 

been mentioned as used in the study. Finally, the structure of the dissertation has been 

outlined, providing an overview of the final report outlook. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, the literature on role transition, role identity, role clarity, identity 

leadership are reviewed. Bridges’ Transition Theory of Ending, Neutral Zone and New 

Beginning stages is discussed. The Chapter concludes with a discussion on the 

challenges experienced by Leaders during transition.   

2.2 Theoretical Framework 

This study utilizes the Bridges’ (1991) Transition Theory, and the following section 

provides a discussion on how the theory is relevant and applicable to this current 

study. Comparison is made between the specialists and the leadership roles. The key 

takeaways are that the specialists do specialized jobs, they are hands on whilst the 

leaders provide oversight.  

2.2.1 Specialist versus Leadership roles 

Leadership is a journey in search of oneself and a journey in which one helps others 

search for their essence and possibilities (Manning, 2002: 25). Zaccaro (2001) 

observed that managers at all levels must carry out the indirect leadership activities 

of direction setting and implementation as well as the direct leadership roles involved 

in interpersonal influence. He also suggested that the specifics of those roles vary 

with organizational level.  

Leaders must ensure their cultures have the right values and vision. Healthy cultures 

are based on 3 E’s. Encouragement, enterprise and excellence (Pegg, 1994:18). 

Leadership, however, entails the creation of a common vision within the organization 

(Weatherby, 1999). Tschohl (2014) asserts that Leadership is the term given to the 

process in which one person, the leader, inspires to engage in achieving a certain 

task. A leader is someone who motivates, guides, is adaptable, is innovative and 

original, makes and pursues opportunities, is able to build strong interpersonal 

relations, improves others, gives credit where it is due, defies the status quo, and does 

the right thing not just does things right (Tschohl, 2014). 
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Leaders aim to generate inspiration to meet their objectives, to achieve long-term 

goals, to take chances to achieve shared goals, and to contest the current system 

(Bennis and Nanus, 1997). The leader has an inquiring eye on the benefits of his 

followers, so individuals willingly obey the leader, and by using a transformational 

style, the leader guides the follower (Bass, 1990).  

Katz (1955) and Mann (1965) suggested that at all levels Managers utilize every one 

of the three skill types, which are technical, interpersonal and conceptual skills. They 

additionally contended that the relative importance of each skill domain differs with 

every organizational level, proposing that different skills are primary at each level. In 

particular, technical skills were viewed as generally significant for Specialists, for 

Managers interpersonal skills and Executives conceptual skills.  

The skills typology recommended by Mann (1965) and proposed by Katz (1955) 

suggest a system that characterizes the management skills into three categories: 

Conceptual abilities—capability with thoughts, scientific and legitimate reasoning, 

deductive and inductive thinking, frameworks thinking, and intellectually speaking to 

complex data and controlling it to shape integrative ideas and envision the results of 

elective strategies; human or relational abilities—fitness with individuals as exhibited 

in correspondence, shaping and looking after connections, and demonstrating worry 

for the sentiments and wants of others; and specialized aptitudes—incorporating 

capability with things, for example, specific strategies, cycles, information, and 

procedures. 

Katz and Kahn, 1978 are consistent with these activities at each Management level: 

Technical skills are needed for Specialists to tackle normal or foreseen issues 

underway; interpersonal skills for coordination, emotional roles and communication 

are critical at Management level, and in order to integrate external opportunities with 

internal capabilities conceptual skills are needed at an Executive level in an effort to 

strategically position the organization in a competitive environment and create a 

vision.  

 

2.2.2. Bridges’ Transition Theory 

The researcher utilizes the Bridges’ (1991) Transition Theory as a basis for viewing 
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and obtaining meaning of the gathered data. The transition theory differentiates 

between change and transition. As the theory purports, change is interchangeable with 

transition; however, the two concepts are different. The suggestion by Bridges’ theory 

is that whilst transition is intrinsic and takes time; change is external and fast. In terms 

of this specific study, the appointment of a specialist into a leadership position is 

change, due to the immediate change in rank and status; it is a change that signifies 

the commencement of transition. The argument put forward by Bridges (1991) is that 

change goes along with transition; it is necessary that an individual accepts the change 

of role to experience transition. According to Bridges’ (1991) theory, transition consists 

of three progressive stages. The three stages are the ending, neutral zone and new 

beginning. The following figure illustrate Bridges’ Transition Theory, where the three 

stages of transition are presented and what takes place in each of them. 

 

Stage 1          Stage 2           Stage 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Bridges Theory of Transition (1991) 

      NEW BEGINNING 

 Ending reality 

 Old anxieties 

reactivated  

 Doubting own 

competence 

/value 

 Accepting 

reality/ 

responsibility 

 Freezing 

/Success 

 Need for 

guidance  

     NEUTRAL ZONE 

 Uncertainty & 

confusion  

 Loneliness & 

isolation 

 Embracing 

comfort zone  

 Need for 

reorientation 

 Support & 

encouragement 

 Learning 

opportunity  

         ENDING 

 Old identities 

left behind 

 New identities 

created  

 Sense of loss  

 Anxiety  

 Disorientation 

 Frustration  

 Uncertainty 

 Role clarity  

  



11 
 

2.2.2.1. The Ending 
According to Bridges’ (1991) theory the first step in a transition process is an ending. 

Ending involves individuals leaving and parting away from their old identities as 

professionals and begin embracing new professional identities. It is at this stage that 

individuals are expected to depart from their normal manner of doing things to new 

manners of doing things. As a consequence, the ending stage involves the 

development of a new mind-set whilst accepting change from the normal position. 

According to Bridges’ (1991) theory, the ending stage has to do with emotions, such 

as depression, disorientation and anxiety. In support of this theory, Vrazel (2013) 

emphasizes that the ending phase is characterized by emotions, such as resistance 

and confusion due to the refusal by transitioning people to part away from their 

established routines.  

Therefore, for new leaders to develop new professional images they ought to move 

away from their specialist identity and begin assuming the leadership way of thinking 

and behaving to improve their organizations (Plakhotnik & Rocco, 2010). The 

transition theory advocates that new leaders should accept their leadership role 

including taking charge of their subordinates and recognizing the supremacy of their 

role over their subordinates (Jaca, 2018). The Bridges’ (1991) theory advocates that 

during the ending stage, clarification of new roles should be done and it should be 

ensured that the individuals going through transition comprehend all the details about 

their new leadership roles.  

Vrazel (2013) suggests that at the ending stage senior leaders within the organization 

should comprehend the emotions of those individuals going through transition and 

should allow them to part with their old way of doing things and thinking. 

Fundamentally, it is at this stage that senior leadership utilize their listening and 

communication skills in educating those individuals undergoing transition about the 

benefits of successful transition; assuring them support and providing them with 

expertise and necessary skills. This theory gives a broader view of whether the 

organization adequately prepares new leaders for their new roles.  

Getting rid of former roles and perceptions prepares the transitioning individuals to 

progress to the next stage of the transition process, the neutral zone. 



12 
 

2.2.2.2. Neutral Zone 
The neutral zone comes after the ending stage. According to Bridges (1991, p5), the 

neutral zone is “no- man’s land” due to the fact that it lies between the former role and 

the new role. Vrazel (2013) regards the neutral zone as a bridge spanning across the 

old role and the new role. Generally, the neutral zone lies in the middle of the old image 

and the new image of those undergoing transition. Within the neutral zone those 

people involved in the transition process have forsaken their old beings but have not 

fully settled and relaxed in their new positions; they still have a sense of loneliness 

and isolation. The process of appointing leadership is quick and change is fast; 

nonetheless, it takes time to transition due to the prolonged struggle within the neutral 

zone (Bridges, 1999).  

Ambiguity and confusion prolong the time taken in the neutral zone. Vrazel (2013) 

maintains that in the neutral zone there is an increase of the workload on those 

transitioning individuals as they adapt to new systems and procedures. The new 

leaders should be provided with feedback, encouragement, support and re-orientation 

for them to professionally develop and explore their new positions (Vrazel, 2013). 

According to Bridges (1991), a new beginning will only be embraced if an ending has 

been done and adequate time has been spent in the neutral zone. Failure to attend to 

the ending stage and failure to acknowledge the neutral zone, results in a struggle to 

accept role change (Plakhotnik & Rocco, 2010). Bridges’ (1991) theory is useful in the 

identification of what organizations ought to do to ensure that new leaders learn and 

grasp their positions.  

2.2.2.3. New beginning 
The new beginning is the last stage in the process of transition. It is postulated by 

Bridges’ (1991) theory that the final transition stage is the new beginning. This stage 

occurs when individuals have passed through the ending and neutral zone phases 

and are ready to be emotionally committed to do things in a new manner. In the new 

beginning phase, those individuals undergoing transition are prepared for their new 

roles having obtained the required skills and expertise (Vrazel, 2013). The new 

beginning phase is characterized by new identities, attitudes, values and 

understandings. The Bridges’ (1991) theory suggests that a new beginning is scary to 

people.  
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Despite spending a prolonged timespan in the neutral zone, people still fear new 

beginning due to the new commitments, new roles and new demands expected. There 

is reactivation of old worries triggered by the first stage of transition and in addition the 

new beginning signals the reality of the ending. There is need of nurturing new 

beginnings because the self-esteem of transitioning individuals could be destroyed by 

old memories of unsuccessfulness. Histories of past failures and their associated 

punishments may be triggered by new beginnings. When individuals move away from 

the neutral zone, they may feel losing the "pleasant experience of the neutral zone" 

(Jaca, 2018:21).  

The slower pace and ambiguity of the neutral zone may be pleasant to some 

individuals even though the overall experience in this phase might be undesirable. 

“They use the confusion to cover and hide their lack of interest in doing the task and 

the absence of role clarity gives them an excuse for their inactivity” (Jaca, 2018:21). 

To individuals utilizing such a tactic, the new beginning denotes an end to lack of 

accountability and pressure. The Bridges’ (1991) theory recommends that senior 

organizational leaders ought to give an explanation of the objective of a new self-

image and portray how new leaders are expected to conduct themselves; they ought 

to make a clarification of how to achieve new identity and give an explanation of what 

new leaders should do to attain it. Vrazel (2013) emphasizes how crucial transitioning 

individuals should be continuously supported during transition since failure to do that 

may hinder the success of transition. The following section provides a discussion of 

the literature that was reviewed to give a context to this study.  

Bridges (1991) developed ‘managing the transition’ to make a distinction between 

planned change and transition. Bridges model has some similarities with Lewin’s force 

field model, in their explanation of a change process. Bridges argues that transitions 

are highly complex, and therefore requires a deeper understanding of what goes on 

during transition and how can we manage the process more effectively (Cameron & 

Green, 2012). “Transition is about letting go of the past and taking up new behaviours 

or ways of thinking” (Heradstveit, 2015). Transition consists of three phases: ending; 

neutral zone and new beginning.  

In the neutral zone, people feel disoriented, motivation falls and anxiety rises. The 

manager’s job is to ensure that people recognize the neutral zone and treats it as part 
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of the process (Cameron & Green, 2012). Further, Bridges (1991) argues that new 

beginnings need to be developed carefully, and one should encourage, support and 

reinforce in order for the change to be successful. If leaders are to motivate and 

engage employees during times of transition, it is highly important for them to actually 

understand the degree of severity, as well as what the transition actually means. 

Thereby, it is essential for leaders to understand the transition in order to actually 

encourage and reinforce it in the company. 

2.3 Role Clarity 

Markus and Wurf (as cited in Farmer, Kung-McIntyre and Tierney, 2003) state that 

role identities motivate role performances because enactment of relevant roles fulfils 

a critical need for self-verification. Role clarity has been depicted as the level to which 

workers' jobs are obviously imparted and perceived by them (Biddle, 1986:73). 

McEnrue (as cited in Bray 1998) found that apparent fitness to perform fundamental 

occupation errands was empathically reiterated to job role clarity.   

2.4 Challenges Experienced by Leaders during Role Transition 

Various studies have revealed the presence of challenges to those involved in 

transition during the transition process (Bennett, Newton, Wise, Woods & Economou, 

2003; Ali and Botha, 2006; Zepeda, 2007; Jaca, 2018). These challenges include: lack 

of support; role tension; increased workload; role shock; changes in relationships; lack 

of leadership and management skills, lack of clarity and ambiguity, role conflict and 

resistance to change. These challenges are discussed below. 

2.4.1 Lack of support 

If novice leaders are not prepared for the new leadership position through training and 

provision of necessary and adequate support; they have a high propensity of failing to 

cope with the process of transition (Jaca, 2018). A study conducted in South Africa by 

Ali and Botha (2006) focused on examining the role played by school leaders (HoDs) 

in improving secondary schools. It was discovered that school leaders (HoDs) had the 

perception that they failed to obtain support from their superiors, which delays the 

transition. 
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2.4.2 Role tension 

According to Jaca (2018:46), “previous studies on transition have indicated that when 

people go through transition to a new role, especially a management one, they 

experience tension that includes role conflict”. Role tension refers to a circumstance 

where a person is expected to execute two or more roles in a manner that complying 

with one role makes it complex to comply with the other role (Zepeda, 2007). 

Consequently, the perception is that role conflict is pressure to execute in different 

incompatible ways. The literature review by Bennet et al. (2003) about the transitioning 

position of school leaders revealed that leaders encountered role conflict between 

being specialists and being leaders. In that conflict, they ended up being loyal to other 

specialists than being loyal to leadership. 

2.4.3 Increased Workload 

It is has been noticed that sometimes when employees transition into leaders they are 

expected to continue executing some of their current roles whilst executing new 

leadership roles. This implies dual roles. Zhou et al. (2014) identified two causes of 

overload, namely overload caused by a lot of work to do and inconsistency in time. 

Adnan and Saud (2016:45) highlighted several causes of role overload, namely (1) 

when an employee has insufficient skill to perform the task; (2) when an employee is 

unable to complete an assigned task or target in the given time period; (3) when an 

employee is assigned many responsibilities or several roles/tasks at the same time 

with a short deadline; (4) when employees have high expectations of themselves; and 

(5) when there is no motivation by the senior managers to enact the role. Barnett et 

al. (2003) conducted a study in the United States of America, that focused on 

examining the work realities of assistant principals and propose that assistant 

principals (as school leaders) view their positions as overwhelming, which is a cause 

of frustration. The findings revealed the lack of preparedness to face the reality of their 

new position upon appointment. 

2.4.4 Role shock  

One of the challenges encountered during role transition process is that of role shock 

due to misconceptions about a position. According to Duchscher (2009), most 

individuals who encounter role transition react by having anxiety due to the uncertainty 
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of shifting from a familiar job scenario to an unfamiliar environment associated with 

the new role. Individuals move to new positions with a perception that they understand 

the new roles only to realize that the new roles are demanding and complex. Hill (2007) 

carried out a business-related study that had a focus on individual role transition to a 

leadership role, managers unveiled that individuals who transition to new roles 

become aware of the implications of the newly assumed role when they face the actual 

job expectations and demands.   

It was revealed by the same study that managers encountered shock upon discovering 

that there was a difference between the techniques and skills of the previous role and 

new role. The new managers found out that the new position required new expertise 

that they lacked. The new leaders in the study by Hill (2007) thought they would 

acquire authority to make things happen from the new position; however, it was not 

always true. Furthermore, they had the preconceived view that the new leadership 

position would give them power, but they discovered that their power relied heavily 

upon establishing credibility with workmates.  

2.4.5 Changes in relationships 

According to Jaca (2018), a common challenge during transition seems to be changes 

in relationships. The new leader ought to maintain a leader-subordinate relationship 

rather than a peer-to-peer relationship. The specialists who become leaders but 

continue to perform duties of specialists often find it stressful to adjust their minds 

when facing such a situation (Jaca, 2018). 

2.4.6 Lack of management and leadership skills 

Assuming a new role is exciting, can be difficult and complex especially when it 

requires leadership expertise (Weidling & Dimmock, 2006). Novice leaders sometimes 

face the predicament of getting excitement from the new leadership role, but the lack 

of leadership expertise required is often stressful. According to Murphy (2011), for 

effective performance, novice leaders should be adequately trained for the new role. 

Sirkis (2011) and Nguyen (2012) also advocate for thorough training and preparation 

of new leaders regarding leadership and management roles, responsibilities and 

duties. Ellis, Vriesendorp and Galer (2005) caution that when leaders are not 

thoroughly prepared for their new leadership roles, they re-embrace their previous 
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roles due to their unpreparedness for the new leadership position; this might be a 

hindrance to the process of transition. 

2.4.7 Lack of role clarity and ambiguity 
According to Jaca (2018:44), “the lack of role clarity has been identified as the absence 

of information required to do a job effectively”. Mayer and Zepeda (2002) consider lack 

of role clarity as the insufficiency of information that causes the worker to have a vague 

perception of the position. Sinha and Subramanian (2012) refer to role ambiguity as 

the degree of uncertainty perceived in accomplishing role requirements or the absence 

of predictability about the result of role behaviour.  

There is a relationship between a role clarity and role ambiguity that emanates from 

the absence of fundamental information about a specific role (Mayer & Zepeda, 2002). 

Paese and Michelle (2006) stress that individual’s encounter ambiguity if their 

expectations are not made clear when transition occurs; this hinders the success of 

the transition.  

Beard (1999) observed that role ambiguity could be a reason for many negative or 

detrimental consequences for the individual and also the organization, including job 

dissatisfaction, stress, and propensity to leave the organization. Role ambiguity is the 

extent of lack of clear information linked to a role and uncertainty of the result of an 

individual’s role performance (Beard, 1999). Hsieh and Hsieh (2003) opine that role 

ambiguity could be due to insufficient information regarding an employee’s role or lack 

of understanding of what is expected of him. This definition agrees with Idris (2011) 

view who defines role ambiguity as when an individual lack clear authority or 

knowledge on how to perform their assigned roles. Schulz and Auld (2006) agree that 

role ambiguity is because of unclear distribution of power, hierarchy, duties or 

individual’s activities. Yongkang et al. (2014) defined role ambiguity as the degree of 

vagueness of role expectations, means of fulfilling the role expectations and the 

penalty of role performance. 

2.4.8 Role conflict 

The role‐conflict assumption suggests that, when the role contradict those associated 

with another of their work roles, and even when expectations embedded in one of their 

work roles differ, an employee will experience stress and dissatisfaction (Bedeian & 
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Armenakis, 1981; Miles & Perreault, 1976). Noor (2004) in particular indicates that 

role‐conflict in the workplace can occur under three conditions, the first is where the 

time needed to fulfil one role leaves insufficient time to devote to other roles; the 

second is where stress from fulfilling one role makes it difficult to meet the 

requirements of fulfilling another; the third is where specific behaviours associated with 

one role make it difficult to meet the requirements of another.  

2.4.9 Resistance to change  

When dealing with transformations, leaders should encourage, follow-up and lead their 

employees during the changes, regardless of what they agree with. Higgs and Aitken 

(2012) outline a framework for key factors determining reactions to changes. Mainly, 

they express concern for the feeling of ambiguity that might occur during changes, 

which can trigger negative reactions. However, resistance to change is normal within 

organizations, and may occur for several reasons that are not mutually exclusive 

(Connor, 1995; Fedor, Caldwell & Herold, 2006; Yukl, 2013).  

2.5 Role Identity 

Stets and Burke (2000) stated that in identity theory, the core of an identity is the self-

categorization as a role occupant, and the self-incorporation of the expectations and 

meanings associated with the performance in that role. In the case of this study 

participants were able to perform multiple roles, and this contributed a great deal to 

the organization. Caldwell (2003) states that lack of role clarity can hinder the success 

of the organisation. Ashforth (2001) maintains that an identity carries specific goals, 

norms, values, time horizons and interaction styles. These role 

identities measure socially designed meanings of self-in-job articulates, Ashforth et 

al., (2000)  and represents a persona that one might authorize as stated in Ashforth, 

(2001). 

McCall & Simmons (1978) describe role identity as the position humans play when 

holding precise social positions in agencies, it’s relational since humans engage with 

each other through their personal function identities. The idea of role transition first 

features how people move between different jobs in transition sequences, and 

secondly clarifies how this development impacts their feeling of self. Researchers 

make the differentiation between inter role and intra role transitions: inter role 
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transitions happen when an individual moves from one job to the next (Javerntie-

Thesleff & Tienari 2016), and intra role transitions happen when an already held role 

has changes in orientation. 

2.6 Leadership Identity 

DeRue and Ashford (2010) proposed that leadership identity development occurs at 

individual, relational, and collective levels. Identity is discovered and proclaimed as 

part of social interaction at self-concept level, thus generating new thoughts and 

opinions regarding one’s leadership characteristics (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Tubin, 

2017). Relational leadership identity is established between individuals and 

recognized relationally through adoption of role identities (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). 

Although DeRue & Ashford found this level of relations usually developing from role 

identities as leader and follower, we discovered similar scenario at ECDA.  

Day (2001) argues that “the primary focus of leadership development is on developing 

and using interpersonal skills” (p. 585). Murphy and Johnson (2011) highlighted the 

self-reinforcement process inherent in leadership experiences. Sluss & Ashforth 

(2007) identified three interactional themes that promoted the development of 

leadership identity: (a) influence, motivation, and leadership support; (b) leadership 

skills; and (c) validation of experiences. At the individual level, a leadership identity is 

internalized, acknowledged in role relationships between individuals, and collectively 

embraced in a broader organizational context. 

Developing collective leadership identity results from being a part of a broader social 

group where a person’s leadership identity has been endorsed by the community 

(DeRue & Ashford, 2010). Identity can also be applied to the leadership process and 

how one adopts a leadership identity, informed by two key developmental theory 

families: psycho-social and cognitive. Both psychosocial and cognitive developmental 

stages have elements compatible to developmental processes that are required to 

create leadership identity.  

2.7 Conclusion 

The chapter provided a review of current literature regarding the transition of leaders 

from specialist role to a leadership role in a bid to discover the different perspectives 

of researchers concerning role transition. The theoretical framework that underpins 
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this study (Bridges’ (1991) theory of transition) has been discussed. The available 

literature has shown the transition dynamics in different aspects of leadership. From 

the literature review and the theories, this study is grounded in literature framework 

within the following key concepts: role identity, transition process, leadership support, 

role and skills conflict, change management, career development and personal 

growth, and organisational transition challenges. Importantly, these concepts have 

been used to formulate propositions presented in chapter three, which aid in the 

analysis of data in this study. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter focuses on the research design and methodology used in the current 

study. The aim of this study is to examine how the leaders of an Eastern Cape 

Development Agency experienced a transition from specialist roles to the leadership 

roles and how this shaped their leadership identity. To achieve this aim, the following 

components of research are considered and discussed in this chapter: research 

approach, research paradigm, population and sampling techniques, data collection 

methods and instruments, data analysis and ethical procedures.  

3.2 Research Approach - Qualitative  

Academic disciplines often conventionally follow a set of traditional steps while 

executing a research project (Matshabaphala, 2017). There are three types of 

research approaches, namely qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods (Creswell, 

2014; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Riccucci, 2010:97; Van Wyk & Taole, 2015). This 

being a phenomenological study, utilises a qualitative research approach and it 

followed a research process proposed by de Vos, et al (2018), as seen in Table 3.3 

below: 

Table 3.1: A qualitative research process used in this study 

PHASE 1: SELECTION OF A RESEARCHABLE TOPIC 
1. Identify a researchable topic 

PHASE 2: FORMAL FORMULATIONS 
2. Asses suitability of the research approach 

3. Formulate the problem/questions/hypothesis/goal/objective 

4. Draft the research proposal 

5. Consider the ethical implications of the study 

PHASE 3: PLANNING 
6. Select a paradigm and consider a place of a literature review 

7. Select a research design or strategy 

8. Select methods of information collection and analysis 
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9. Frame and develop sample 

PHASE 4: IMPLEMENTATION 
10.  Consider the applicability of the elements of a pilot study 

11.  Consider entry and access in implementing the design, collect materials, record 

and undertake literature study (Where applicable) 

PHASE 5: DATA ANALYSIS, INTERPRETATION AND PRESENTATION 
12. Process and analyse data and verify results. Select additional criteria for judging 

adequacy 

13. Plan narratives and write the report 

Source: De Vos, Strydom, Fouche and Delport (2018) 

The researcher chose a qualitative research approach over quantitative and mixed 

methods approaches because of the following reasons:  

(i) This study was geared towards getting qualitative insights from 

participants in the agency.  

(ii) A qualitative study requires a small number of participants (Gray, 2018) 

and is not aimed at generalisation.  

(iii) Accordingly, a qualitative research is based on subjective relationships 

(Gaudet & Robert, 2018; Wild & Diggines, 2015). 

(iv) It uncovers the significance and seriousness of human behaviour, it 

looks at the deep meaning of actions (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018; 

Denzin & Lincoln, 2018) to understand the experiences of those involved 

(Chase, 2018; Dane, 2018, Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Patton, 2015) and 

relies primarily on different methods of collecting information.  

Qualitative research is defined differently by several researchers (e.g. Creswell & 

Poth, 2018; Dörnyei, 2007; Li, Lipping & Khan, 2018). Creswell (2009) refers to 

qualitative research as a methodology in which researchers explore and understand 

the meaning that individuals or groups attribute to a social problem.  

3.3 Research Paradigm 

 

An interpretivist research paradigm was used in this study as explained below. 

Qualitative research paradigms, also known as constructivist/social constructivist, 

interpretive (Bless et al., 2018; Li et al., 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Patton, 2015; 

De Vos et al., 2018), naturalistic (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Li et al., 2018) and post-

positive or post-modern perspective (Li et al., 2018). These are based on describing 
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a phenomenon in a, holistic, contextually and deep comprehensive manner (Bless, 

Higson-Smith, & Sithole, 2018) is the general label applied to a collection of methods 

used to obtain information about lived experiences. Lived experiences refer to trying 

to understand events from the viewpoints of people who were part of the events and 

to understand their experiences, instead of imposing another persons’ viewpoint 

(Nardi, 2018).  

The goal is to understand the viewpoint of those involved, as opposed to a quantitative 

method in which predetermined categories and a more structured scientific approach 

are involved (Dane, 2018). Given the above, the researcher in this study used an 

interpretivist research paradigm to understand the leader’s experiences in the 

transition period, by grasping the subjective meaning of that social action (Bryman et 

al., 2014). The interpretivist paradigm is typically seen as an approach to qualitative 

research and the goal of the researcher is to rely as much as possible on the 

participants’ views of the situation being studied (Creswell, 2014; Delport et al., 2018).  

The researcher’s intention, in this paradigm, is to interpret the meanings others have 

about the world to generate or to inductively develop a theory or pattern of meaning 

(Creswell, 2014; Saunders et al., 2016). Saunders et al. (2016) inform us that the 

purpose of interpretivist research is to create new, richer understanding and 

interpretations of social words and context. Thus, interpretivists often address the 

process of interaction among individuals and focus on specific contexts in which 

people live and work in order to understand the settings of the participants (Creswell, 

2014; Saunders et al., 2016).  

3.4 Research Proposition  

 

A research proposition is commonly interpreted as a suggestion about the ideas that 

can be evaluated as true or false in a sense of scientific study (Johnson, 2020). Study 

propositions are often appropriate for use in experimental exploratory research, as 

they do not require statistical or analytical testing experiments as in the case of 

hypotheses. Hence, this study being qualitative in nature, the use of research 

proposition facilitates the aim of understanding leaders' perspectives that had gone 

through a transition of personnel roles. The transition offered a starting point for a shift 
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in corporate culture that was motivated by leaders ' conversion role from specialist to 

leadership positions.  

Progress or failure is a good indicator of an organization’s overall need to implement 

a transition. Organizational transitions require a great deal of effort from members, 

and it may require longer than expected for the duration of complete transit. Therefore, 

promoting transition processes is imperative for a variety of reasons such as: (i) 

minimizing the probability of derailment; (ii) speeding up success time; (iii) maintaining 

talent; (iv) speeding up organizational change; and (v) reducing risk to the business or 

organization is significantly relevant for organizations. 

The key propositions depend on the transition process and the individual leaders who 

are witnessing the transition from the specialist role to the leadership role within the 

South African development agency. Investigating these elements, the researcher shall 

assess the importance that the transformation adds to the organization, as well as the 

members. In investigating the history and roles of the leaders in the organization, the 

researcher tries to get a better understanding of what their responsibilities are at 

present, and how and why these responsibilities have evolved over time. Therefore, 

the researcher is attempting to develop the organizational leaders' perceptions in 

terms of the principles and frameworks built up in the chapter 2 analysis of academic 

literature.  

This will allow the researcher to compare the experiences of the agency leader with 

the literature to identify discrepancies or weaknesses that may trigger suggestions for 

the transition from specialist role to leadership role. 

3.5 Research Design 

Qualitative research is associated with a variety of strategies and each strategy has a 

specific emphasis and scope as well as a set of procedures (Saunders et al. 2016). A 

case study was used in this study because, it is an account that describes, explains 

or explores details about an organisation, a programme, a policy process or an 

institutional arrangement (Eller, Gerber & Robinson, 2018). The study used a case 

study approach, with ECDA being the organisation being studied. Phenomenology 

holds that any attempt to understand social reality has to be grounded in first hand 

(Delport, Fouche & Schurink, 2018) people's experiences of that social reality (Bless, 
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Higson-Smith & Sithole, 2018; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018; Gray, 2018; Johnson 

& Christensen, 2017).  

This means that, the interest is in understanding social phenomenon from the actors’ 

own perspectives and describing the world as experienced by the subjects “with the 

assumption that the important reality is what people perceive it to be” (Brinkmann & 

Kvale, 2015:30). Since there are different participants involved, each of them whom 

has their own authentic meaning and interpretation, there are multiple realities and 

accounts (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Therefore, the researcher has to put to one 

side any prior concepts or suppositions and seek to understand how everyday events 

and ‘common sense’ knowledge are as they are, how they are perceived and 

sustained by the participants and what the attitudes of the participants are towards 

them (Marshall & Rossman, 2016).  

This is vital in understanding the selected Agency leader’s personal experiences of 

transition from specialist to leadership roles. In this context, emphasis is placed on the 

fully-described subjective experiences, perceptions, interpretations, attitudes, beliefs, 

values, feelings and meaning of individuals (Denscombe, 2014). Through the eyes of 

participants, come rich description and fidelity to the original experience, which this 

study sought. The limitations of phenomenology are that it lacks the scientific tenets 

of ‘objectivity’, analysis and measurement, may not move beyond description (e.g. to 

analyses and explanation), may not be generalizable and may focus on everyday 

events to the neglect of bigger issues (Denscombe, 2014). 

3.6. Population, Sample Size and Sampling Techniques  
 

In this study, the population comprised of fifteen executive personnel, who are spread 

evenly across the Agency’s departments, who have transitioned from specialist to 

leadership roles. Using an inductive analysis (Patton, 2015), qualitative research uses 

purposeful sampling of rich information for in-depth study to document diversity and 

look for themes and patterns across case studies (Dane, 2018; Patton, 2015; Salkind, 

2018). Purposive sampling involves selecting and identifying groups of individuals or 

individuals that are especially experienced with or knowledgeable about a 

phenomenon of interest (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Out of the fifteen executives, 

a sample of six was purposefully selected. The six had been working in the Agency 



26 
 

for at least, the last five years and held the new leadership position for, at least the last 

three years. This was used selection and inclusion criteria for the sample.  

3.7. Methods and Instruments of Data Collection 
 

A phenomenological research tradition using semi-structured interviews method was 

applied in this study. While researchers refer to different types of instruments, 

particularly interview guides (Durdella, 2019), the researcher used semi-structured 

interview guide (Kumar, 2018; Patton, 2015) as a data collection tool/technique in this 

study (Durdella 2019). The researcher intentionally aligned this study’s interview 

questions to research questions to use data collected to evaluate the research 

problem (Durdella, 2019; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015).  

This method was used in this study because during a semi-structured interview, the 

interviewer was not only able to ask a certain number of specific questions, but was 

also able to pose additional probes (Brink et al., 2014; Nieuwenhuis, 2010). Semi-

structured interviews therefore allowed respondents some latitude and freedom to talk 

about what was of importance to them, making room for the conversation to go in 

unexpected directions (Brink et al., 2014), while still allowing considerable flexibility in 

scope and depth (Dicicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006; Jarbandhan & Schutte, 2006). 

When semi-structured interviews were used, the researcher allowed the conversation 

to develop, exploring new topics that are relevant to the interviewee (Hesse-Biber & 

Leavy, 2011). 

The interview guide used in this study comprised questions written to guide interviews 

(Fouché & Schurink, 2018). It provided the researcher with a set of predetermined 

questions that were used as an appropriate instrument to engage the participant and 

designate the narrative terrain (Holstein & Gubrium 1995; Monette, Sullivan & De 

Long, 2005). Since the Interview Guide was produced beforehand, it forced the 

researcher to think explicitly about what she wanted to cover during the interview 

(Holstein & Gubrium 1995; Monette et al. 2005). Ethical clearance was approved, and 

interviews were conducted during the leaders' free time and each interview lasted for 

approximately 40 minutes. 

3.8 Data Analysis  
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The common data analysis technique in qualitative approach is content analysis 

(Denscombe, 2014; Patton, 2015). Through inductive reasoning (Patton, 2015) 

themes, subthemes and categories emerging from textual data are identified and 

interpreted. In this study, data was analysed according to the research questions. The 

collected data was transcribed and further reading was done to familiarize with raw 

data. Coding of the data was vital to bring together similar data for categorization and 

theming and interpretation. Bertram and Christiansen (2015) define a transcript as a 

written document, which reflects what was said during an interview and it sometimes 

includes comments on gestures. Eventually, the rich descriptive data from the 

interviews helped the researcher to understand the participants’ construction of 

knowledge and reality (Nieuwenhuis 2010). The propositions formulated in chapter 

three together with the Bridges’ (1991) Transition Theory were used as the guiding 

principles to analyse and understand the leaders’ experiences and how the transitions 

in roles shape their identity. The quality of the study was enhanced through Lincoln 

and Guba’s (1985) four indicators of trustworthiness (credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability). This was important because interpretive knowledge 

construction is regulated by standards of trustworthiness and authenticity (Li, Liping & 

Khan, 2018:5).  

3.9 Research Quality 

Reliability and validity are essential features of characteristics of qualitative research 

because the research becomes insignificant in the absence of accuracy, loses its 

value and ultimately becomes useless (Morse et al., 2002). Accordingly, the 

researcher concentrated on the methods developed for qualitative research for the 

purposes of this study, namely credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability (Anney, 2014:272). Shenton (2004:64) outlined four methods that allow 

qualitative research to increase its reliability and these are credibility (internal validity 

related), transferability (external validity related), dependability (reliability associated) 

and conformability (objectivity associated). In the current study, the reliability of the 

codes was tested through online interviews due to covid 19 pandemic.  

 

3.9.1 Credibility 
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According to Anney (2014:276), credibility is defined as the trust that the findings of 

the research can place in the facts. Therefore it determines whether or not the results 

of the study reflect credible knowledge from the original data of the participants and 

whether it is a valid representation of the original views of the participants (Anney 

2014:276). The researcher addressed the participants’ viewpoints fairly so as to 

encourage readers to make rational decisions (Creswell, 2014). All participants were 

treated as partners as they were the ones doing most of the talking; the researcher 

was more of a listener in order to protect against interference with her power (Cohen 

et al., 2007). 

3.9.2 Transferability 

Transferability meant readers will apply the research results to circumstances similar 

to the ones examined (Creswell, 2009). Anney (2014:277) described transferability as 

the level at which the qualitative research results can be transferred with other 

respondents to different contexts. It is the interpretive counterpart of generalizability, 

in other words. Shenton (2004) argued that transferability depends on the depiction of 

the whole strategy for study design and the sampling methodology. In the current 

study, the researcher met the transferability criteria by ensuring that the verbal 

statements were recorded in order to validate their accuracy.  

3.9.3 Dependability 

Creswell (2009) submitted that dependability occurs when data is immovable under 

various conditions for some time. The researcher achieved dependability by ensuring 

that all the transcripts, emails and audio data, were safely kept on the researcher’s 

laptop to ensure its availability.  

3.9.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability is defined as a method that guarantees the researcher’s neutrality 

during the study (Korstjens and Moser, 2017). The researcher is expected to protect 

and preserve the data by avoiding any self-interest or data manipulation. They further 

argued that the interpretation should be based on the evidence rather than 

preferences of the researcher. According to Shenton (2004), the notion of 

confirmability is the comparable issue of objectivity for the qualitative researcher. The 

researcher based the findings on the participants’ opinions and experiences.    
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3.10 Ethical Consideration and Procedures 
 

Throughout the study, ethical principles of autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, 

respect for persons and justice were adhered. Kindly refer to (Appendix A) which is 

the Final Ethics Approval Letter granted by the Rhodes University Business School – 

Review Reference Number 2020-1082-3441. Chief Executive Officer of the 

organization under study granted approval to do Research in the entity, kindly refer to 

(Appendix B). Participation Consent Form was also signed by the CEO (Appendix C). 

3.10.1 Informed consent  
 

The researcher secured an informed consent from participants (Elias & Theron, 2018; 

Gaudet & Robert, 2018; Walliman, 2018) by requesting them to sign an informed 

consent form which is part of Rhodes University’s ethical clearance application 

package. As a key principle with research ethics, prospective research participants 

were given as much needed information to make an informed decision about whether 

they wish to participate in a study (Bryman, 2016). The participants had been made 

aware that they had the right to withdraw their participation in the study at any time 

without a penalty (Neuman, 2014).  

3.10.2 Principle of beneficence  
 

Through the principle of beneficence (Christians, 2018; Nardi, 2018; Patten & 

Newhart, 2018), the researcher ensured that the study was of benefit to the 

organization, the employees and its stakeholders (Bertram & Christiansen, 2017; 

Patten & Newhart, 2018) through the recommendations made. 

3.10.3 Principle of non-maleficence 
 

Through the principle of non-maleficence, the researcher did not harm the 

respondents (Carter, 2018; Dörnyeli, 2018; Elias & Theron, 2018) and assured 

respondents of their confidentiality (Dane, 2018; Nardi, 2018; Salkind, 2019). This is 

part of the ‘process of ensuring anonymity’, which refers to the researcher’s act of 

keeping the participants’ identities a secret with regard to their participation in the 

research study and anonymity (Devlin, 2018; Eller et al., 2018; Gaudet & Robert). It is 

also part of the act of ensuring privacy of respondents by not availing their details to 
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anyone (Hammersley, 2017; van Wyk, 2015; Patten & Newhart, 2018). Therefore, the 

study was ethically conducted.  

3.11 Conclusion  
 

This chapter described all the different processes and measures employed in 

conducting this study. A phenomenological research approach was explained in detail. 

It explained the rationale of choosing qualitative research over quantitative and mixed 

methods. For this study, the case study approach within an interpretive research 

framework has been discussed. Ethical considerations have been discussed, which 

relate to integrity, confidentiality, transferability and reliability. The following chapter, 

chapter 4 will focus on data presentation, interpretation and research findings. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The aim of this study was to examine how the leaders of an Eastern Cape 

Development Agency experienced a transition from specialist role to the leadership 

roles, and how this shaped their leadership identity. The ECDA comprises of 6 

branches with Head Office in East London.  

 

The data was collected through online interviews with six leaders, who had 

experienced this transition. In this chapter, the data are analysed and the findings are 

presented thematically according to the research objectives, which were: 1.To 

establish the changes experienced by leaders during the transition process from a 

specialist role to a leadership role. 2. To identify challenges experienced by leaders 

during the transition process. 3. To establish how the leaders let go of old realities. 4. 

To describe their readiness for the new situation; 5. To identify the support needs of 

leaders during the transition process. 6. To describe how the leaders define 

themselves in the new role and its identity. 7. To formulate recommendations on how 

to support leaders in a development agency during the transition process. First, the 

demographic information of the participants is presented.  
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4.2 Demographic Information of the Participants  

Table 4.1: Biographical Information of Participants 

Gender Age Qualification 
Code Frequency Percentage  Code Years Level Frequency 
Male 4 66.7 P1 47 Diploma 1 
Female  2 33.3 P2 41 Masters 1 
Total  6 100 % P3 51 PHD 1 
   P4 56 Degree 1 
   P5 58 Honours 1 
   P6 51 Diploma 1 
   Average 51 Total 6 
 
 Position Experience   Direct Report   
Code Years  Code Reports   
P1 15  P1 5   
P2 10  P2 4   
P3 11  P3 10   
P4 5  P4 11   
P5 8  P5 6   
P6 6  P6 4   
Average 9  Average 7   
       

Source: Field data 2020. 

From the data presented in Table 4.1, the youngest participant was 41 years, while 

the oldest was 58 years. On average, the participants were 51 years of age. The 

participants had held their leadership positions for at least 5 years, with 15 years being 

the highest. The minimum education qualification among the participants was a 

National Diploma, and the highest was a PHD Degree. Finally, the minimum directs 

reports were 4, and the highest were 11.  

The following sections present the findings thematically. 

4.3 Changes Experienced by Leaders during the Transition Process  

4.3.1 Change in responsibilities 
The first objective of the study sought to establish the changes experienced by the 

leaders during the transition process from specialist role to leadership roles. The data 

revealed mixed reactions as some of the participants were comfortable with changes, 

while others felt that the responsibilities were overwhelming and they had not prepared 

for that. To illustrate the participants’ perceptions, P1 opined that:  
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“For me leadership role has nothing to do with the position. You can be a 

leader in whatever position you are in. Leadership is about the influence one 

has in their area. For me transition was not that drastic. If you can have a 

heart of the unit you are in, position doesn’t matter” (P1). 

 
However, to the contrary that the transition was not drastic, two participants 

complained of change of responsibilities by saying that:  

“The transition was forced by the integration of my previous institution into the 

current organization I work for. I felt like the responsibility was far more 

involved than what I was previously did” (P4). 

 
“The transition was very challenging as there were many functions and 

expectations from immediate manager. The leadership role came with added 

responsibilities in the form of having people reporting directly to me.  To drive 

a team of people and having to account on my work is quite demanding” (P5). 

 

From these interview extracts the main change experienced during the transition on 

responsibilities, can be interpreted to be increased work load and duties.   

 
4.3.2 Communication as an Ideal Component of Transition  

During the interviews, the participants alluded to communication being a foundation 

for every change in an organization. This allows leaders and other personnel to 

prepare for the new roles and responsibilities. The importance of communication was 

highlighted by participant P1, P3, and P4. They had the following to say: 

“For me, the foundation for any transition is realistic information” (P1). 

“It is where you are given your work according to your qualification, but also 

given an opportunity to act and get exposed to issues of leadership” (P3). 

“In an ideal world one has to be somehow prepared and guided in 

transitioning from a different job responsibility into a new one. In this case 

guidance and preparation were even more necessary, in the sense that the 

transition also entailed moving from one organizational culture into a different 

one” (P4). 
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Another participant added that psychological preparedness was necessary for leaders 

to be ready for any task ahead. This implies that transition can affect the mental and 

emotional state of the leaders if not properly communicated. Participant P2 opined 

that:  

“I think awareness and communication are key for rational understanding. 

There must also be some psychological preparedness on the person to 

undergo that process. So feedback sessions are very important, and whatever 

change is done must be enshrined in prescripts of law. For example, you can’t 

run away from the LRA, so that the process is seen as authentic. A 

participatory approach is the best so that you get a buy in into the approach 

and also be part of the whole process” (P2). 

From the above extracts, an ideal transition should be based on clear communication, 

guidance, preparation and providing opportunity for experimenting before taking up 

the full responsibility. Therefore, from these findings, one can conclude that the 

leaders involved in the transition in the Agency were able to identify what changes 

took place and how they felt about them.  

4.4 Challenges Experienced in the Transition 

The data shows that the leaders experienced some challenges in relation to transition 

process. To some, this was a forced initiative and lack proper preparation. However, 

other participants argued that this was not a drastic change, as leadership is about 

positions. On the other hand, previously incomplete organizational structures 

presented more challenges to transition in the Agency, as illustrated by participant P4 

below.  

“I suppose that what further complicated the process, was the fact that the 

Agency was still dealing with the incomplete process of the other previous 

amalgamation. To even begin to talk about any common, shared and 

identifiable organizational culture would be a misrepresentation. The context 

was such that one had to hit the ground running and draw from whatever 

limited experience one might have had from previous life experiences” (P4) 

He further added that: 
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“I came into the new role after having spent ten years as an Executive Mayor 

of a Local Municipality. It was a radical shift in the sense that one moved from 

a political leadership role in local government, to becoming some kind of a 

Manager in the field of agriculture. I found it very challenging to now having to 

grapple with the nuts and bolts of agriculture without any prior experience” 

(P4). 

In support of P4, participant P5 also argued that the new roles come with different level 

of challenges, which might create anxiety for the leaders. He narrated that: 

“Progression from one level to another level has its own challenges. Besides, 

being an upward mobility in the corporate ladder, the responsibilities come 

with challenges. What is expected in the new role, result at times in an anxiety 

as to whether you are performing as expected. Once things do not go well, 

people might doubt you as to whether the upward mobility was not too soon or 

was it justifiable” (P5). 

“There was a lot of suspicion, people not knowing why somebody is put in the 

position. So, when we moved from the old institution and I was appointed into 

this position, there were people who felt they were also capable. Now they 

don’t know how this was done because there were no interviews. But there 

was a process put in place to look at your qualifications, experience and then 

they would match your skills and experience to the particular job that was 

available. Even to this day some people feel that they were not properly 

placed, they make excuses for non- performance” (P3). 

From this narrative, lack of common practice, preparation, training and familiar 

organizational culture as well as performance indicators for the new role were lacking. 

This therefore, hampered the smooth transition for some leaders in the Agency.  

Issues of job evaluation, positioning and remuneration was also reported as a 

challenge in this study. 

4.5 Identity and Management of Old and New Realities of Leaders  

The study among other objectives sought to establish how the leaders dealt with the 

issues of identity in their roles. The data revealed similar reactions because all the 
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participants in the study experienced change in their identity. Alluding to this 

observation, these are comments from some of the participants: P3 opined that -  

“For me there might be a difference, I was a doer, wanting things to be done, 

in this new role it’s about oversight, whereby I need to see things happen and 

if they don’t happen then there is that panic, as this will affect my performance 

and all that. In the old role I was a doer and now I am an overseer” (P3). 

For participant P3, the transition did change their old identity. Participant P4, 

experienced the shift in identity as he highlighted that:  

“It was a radical shift in the sense that one moved from a political leadership 

role in local government, to becoming some kind of a Manager in the field of 

agriculture. I came into the Agency at a time when the organization was 

undergoing very serious challenges with regard to the performance of its loan 

portfolio. The lofty notions I had about the role of development finance in 

facilitating, promoting and supporting black communities in the context of rural 

development, were soon tempered by the realities confronting the Agency’s 

loan portfolio. Instead of having to account about the extent of impact the loan 

financing was having on the livelihoods of communities, the key question now 

has become the rate of recovering monies that have been loaned to the 

majority of un-bankable rural communities” (P4). 

Briefly, from this narrative we find that the leader presumed a role of a manager, but 

on reality it played the role of debt collector. This might have presented serious 

challenges with identity having come from a political leadership background. The need 

to be focused is illustrated in the following interview extracts: 

“I normally like to think of my current experience in the Agency as follows ‘the 

old is refusing to die and the new is struggling to be born’. What currently 

gives me comfort is the recent strategy review process that the Agency has 

been through, which has resulted into a strategic plan that mostly resonates 

with my understanding of rural development. It will still require a lot of effort 

and willingness to internalize the strategic plan before there can be tangible 

results on the ground” (P4). 
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“Leadership comes with commitment and lot of responsibility. It is important to 

know what is expected of you. There is a need to embrace change and what 

is expected of you. As a leader one needs to be on top of things, be self- 

motivated and be able to deliver on time and with efficiency” (P5). 

 

In terms of financial status of the leaders, it was noted that the new roles have financial 

benefits that motivated the leaders in their duties. However, the workload and time 

spent on organizational matters was overwhelming for some leaders. Participant P3 

had the following to share:   

“Every leadership position comes with incentives that motivate you to work 

hard. Of course it made me to be able to manage my monthly expenses 

better, but you will see that at the end of the day when you compare the work 

load, the meetings etc. you find that it comes to the same [previous earnings], 

because you sacrifice more times. You find that managers are not allowed to 

claim overtime, and if you were to claim overtime it would have been a lot of 

money, but the juniors are claiming a lot of overtime. I think it’s a 50/50” (P3). 

 

4.6 Readiness in Taking New Positions  

As alluded earlier, transition has many challenges: preparedness and readiness for 

new position being one of them. This study to a large extent showed that the leaders 

were ready (P6, P3, P4) to take new positions as they embraced change. However, 

some participants were of the contrary view as argued that, one can never be ready. 

This participant opined that: 

“One can never say you are ready but what is needed is to deliver on time as 

per job description and be able to meet targets as per the employment 

contract” (P5). 

 
Participant P2 brings to our attention that preparing yourself for closure is an important 

element for readiness for a new role. This is significant to avoid backlogs in 

responsibilities which may hinder smooth uptake of new ones. 

“I believe that closure is very important. I think I am fit for the new role and I am 
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making a difference” (P2). 

 On whether the participants could support the reversal of the transition, the majority 

could not support it, for it would jeopardize their jobs and their current positions. This 

means that the transition was a positive development for the Agency as per the 

participants’ views.  

Participant P6 for instance was concerned that it would be retrogressive in her career 

to go back. She had the following to say:  

“No, I could not support it because is like going back to where I was. 

Everyone want to grow in life and progress in career” (P6). 

 

4.7 Work Load and Skills 

The data revealed that there was shift in use of skills as well as the work load. Such 

shift included the implementation of skills as specialist to sharing of the skills as a 

leader. To illustrate this shift, participant P1 note that “As a specialist you implement 

your knowledge, and as a leader you need to share that knowledge to assist others to 

implement”. This observation was further emphasized by participant P3 by arguing 

that: 

“…but this time is about management, problem solving and giving solutions to 

people. The similarity between the field and now is about solutions. As a 

specialist I was giving solutions to those people, now I am giving solutions to 

my team.  Those are the things that I have found. Comparing the two roles, 

the one in management is too demanding” (P3). 

 
The participants also reported that their skills matched with the workload as some had 

considerable experience before the new roles.  

For instance, P5 indicated noted that  

“It does match and coupled with that, the change came at the right time as I had 

relatively gained experience over the period. Having worked for the institution for a 

long period I was able to assess what the expectations are from management about 

various positions and what are the key deliverables”. However, managing the shift 
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within roles and skills was left for the leaders to figure out, as there was no training to 

that effect. (P5) 

This is illustrated by participant P1 who narrated that: 

“…it’s interesting because you do not have people training you. When you are 

a specialist, you are trained to become that specialist, but now no one sends 

you on a leadership course or training. I find that transition difficult, but how I 

overcame it was using previous experiences when I was a specialist, that is, I 

do what would I like someone to do for me. And that is how I managed” (P1). 

In addition participant P2 illustrated clearly how her workload and application of skills 

changed to become both an input and output in his position. The participant narrated 

that: 

“As a specialist my role was to provide the CEO with statistics and facts, then the 

responsibility of putting the document together was his. In the new position, my 

team members provide me with such information and then consolidate the 

document. Now I have become an input and output at the same time because I 

must make sure that I consolidate a good document, unlike when I was a 

specialist I was only an input” (P2). 

 

4.8 Organizational Structure and Addressing the Needs of the Agency 

The study revealed that the transition at the agency was informed by new leadership 

that came into place. This is evidenced by participant P1 comment that:  

“It was necessary [transition] because we came to the end of the 

administration, we got a new MEC (Member of the Executive Council). The 

organization took a whole new beginning and we actually crafted a 5 year 

strategy. With the new 5 year plan strategy the implementation changed. To 

implement the new strategy one needs to adjust the organizational structure 

accordingly” (P1). 

This view was supported by participant P6, who argued that the structure had to 

change because new positions were being created and other ones being removed. 

Further, the study revealed that the organization rarely recruits from outside, therefore 
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creating new positions and opportunities leads to transitions of roles and skills in the 

organization. Participant P4 informs that integration of organizations by the 

government creates new organizational structures and define the role of leaders, 

hence leading a transition. He narrated that:  

“I always like to link the first transition to when my previous organization was 

integrated into the Agency. I think this integration was necessitated by the 

need for government to rationalize the number of its funded development 

entities. The other transition is the one which is currently happening within the 

Agency after it has undertaken the strategy review process” (P4). 

With respect to the stakeholders being involved in the process of transition, the study 

revealed that there were internal and external consultative efforts in place. This was 

important to ensure that the transition was smooth and supported by all stakeholders. 

The appreciation for the consultation is illustrated by the following participants:  

P1: “In our case we really went out of our way to consult, both externally and 

internally. As a strategy team we visited each and every branch, provided 

them with a platform to raise their concerns, they gave us ideas as to what 

would work, and make their lives better. We went to the communities and we 

said to them “what are your needs? From what we have been doing for the 

past 5 years what do you think went wrong and how would you like us to 

improve it?” so we really did a 360 degree consultative process with internal 

and external stakeholders. Out of that, we formulated a strategy that is 

aligned with our mandate.  For us everyone was involved in that transition 

process”. 

P3: “At my level, I am one of the people that I was interacting with this 

[transition process], some of them are Board members. In my portfolio I was 

reporting to a committee and that committee reports to the Board, and all 

were giving me support in terms of making me understand”. 

To the contrary, there are some participants who felt that the consultation was not 

meaningful enough to all the role players, and only focused on senior leaders. In 

regard to this, participant P2 and P4 narrated the following: 
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“During the previous integration process, there was no meaningful 

participation by all role players in the decision making. Those who in my view 

had an opportunity to participate in decision making, were those who were 

already in very “senior” managerial positions. I think it was a question of a pay 

grade determining one’s proximity to decision making processes” (P4). 

“It depended on your level. The decision making was more by the senior 

executives, consultation was done as a compliance more than the normal 

participatory approach. We were consulted and put on our proposals but the 

senior executives would still decide otherwise” (P2). 

Notably, the organogram of the Agency did not change due to transition, however, the 

study revealed that the change of organogram is work in progress. Transition was an 

internal exercise, which did not necessitate an abrupt change of the structure. The 

following interview extract attest to this finding:  

“That is the process we are currently busy with and it will change drastically” 

(P1). 

“It didn’t change [organogram] because, like I said, the organogram remained 

the way it is. It was a matter of internal processes that had to happen, it did 

not affect the organogram” (P3). 

In contrary to these participants, P2 alluded to the fact that the transition duplicated 

some units and therefore overcrowding the organogram. He illustrated this by arguing 

that:  

“It affected it [organogram] in the sense that in the very same ECRA there 

were units doing same thing in a thin line. It didn’t help much because when 

you get to this role you find that your role is very similar to that of the other 

person. An example is my unit called Business Support and Social Facilitation 

and there is also a unit called New Business Development, and also SMME 

Development. If you look at these 3 units they are actually dealing with 

SMMEs, Cooperatives etc. In some cases people feel their jobs have been 

downgraded and some upgraded” (P2). 

From this narrative, it is clear that the implementation of the transition process was 

ongoing, and the participants did not have a definite answer to whether the transition 
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addressed the needs that lead to the initiation of the transition.  This has further caused 

lack of clear measurement for effectiveness and efficiency in leadership roles at the 

Agency. 

4.9 Leaders Experiences during and after the Transition  

 It was not very clear how the Agency managed the change especially with regard to 

resistance, and adoption. However, some participants highlighted that training and 

coaching was used to help the leaders carry their roles and responsibilities. For 

instance, participant P4 highlighted that:  

“I think challenges around change management are on-going. This is further 

exacerbated by the lack of appropriate management of the previous 

amalgamation processes. Whilst the Agency was ideally a product of two 

different entities merged into one organization, the reality has always been of 

an organization with one integrated personnel, but without any organizational 

culture which is shared across the board”. 

However, to the contrary P5 was of different opinion by arguing noting that change 

management is done through training and development to show people why they need 

to change.   

Further, the study indicated that there is lack of support system for the leaders in their 

news roles. The leaders were left to carve their own ways of accomplishing the tasks 

as per job description. This is evidenced in the following interview extracts: 

P3: “I don’t think I get support from my managers, it’s very rare. You have to 

be on your own to demonstrate that you are able to do your work. Then, if you 

have a boss who is not there for you, you have to do a lot of things”. 

P4: “There is a strong indication that with the adoption of the new strategic 

plan, our Corporate Services Unit will prioritize its role for supporting 

functionaries in my position”. 

These narratives indicate that there was absence of support in assuming the new role, 

hence limiting the efficiency and effectiveness of the transition objectives. 
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On the other hand, however, some leaders took a personal initiative to ensure that 

they learnt and familiarized themselves with new responsibilities. Participant P2 

reported that:  

“One of the things I did when I went to the new role, is that I spent more time 

with my supervisor to understand what is expected of me. I also studied a lot 

of documents. I then prepared my own plan of what would guide me to do my 

work in the new position. I didn’t find it difficult to cope, I actually made a 

difference” (P2). 

Based on the above views, the leaders used different ways of managing the change 

in workload and the needed skills. This point to lack of common framework in 

assisting leader to assume their new roles in the Agency.  

 

4.10 Strategies to ensure Successful Organizational Transition 

In order to have a successful transition from specialist to leadership roles, the 

participants recommended mentoring and training. This is to enable leaders to develop 

organizational leadership skills. In addition, consultation with all significant 

stakeholders is important to have full support both internally and externally.  

Participant P2 emphasized the importance of transparency by recommending that:  

“There is need to be transparent from the word go. There must be a document 

drafted and agreed by the parties in the form of a charter. Then someone from 

outside would run that process so that there is no conflict of interest. The 

problem is that we make the people affected to be part of the solution” (P2). 

Additionally, developing a concrete succession plan is vital to ensure that transition is 

successful and effective in an organization. Participant P6 highlight that:  

“The organization should have some form of succession plan, and identify 

those with potential skills and capacitate them to take responsibilities where 

need be” (P6). 



44 
 

These findings show that transitions should not be an abrupt exercise for an 

organization, but a well-organized and planned process involving multiple 

stakeholders.  

4.11 Conclusion  
 

This chapter focused on data analysis. The interview data has been analysed and key 

findings have been presented thematically. All the participants had more than five year 

of experiences in their leadership roles. The key themes identified from the data were 

changes experienced by the leaders, participation and consultation, challenges faced, 

leadership identity, workload and skills, organizational structure and strategies for 

successful organization transition. These findings are further interpreted and 

discussed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

5.1 Introduction  
 

The previous chapter focused on data analysis and presentation. In this chapter, the 

findings are further interpreted and discussed in relation to available literature. This is 

important in understanding the experiences of leaders in the current study at ECDA. 

5.2 Transition as a process  

The study has revealed mixed reactions from the participants on the aspects of 

transition from specialist role to leadership role in the Agency. For instance, four of the 

participants agreed that the transition was not drastic because anyone can be a leader 

in whatever position they are by using the negotiation, networking, analytical and 

leadership skills for organizational development. This resonates with Bridges’ (1991) 

view that transition is psychological and leaders should prepare themselves holistically 

for changes in the organization. The ending is characterized by letting go of old 

realities and preparing oneself for a new situation; the neutral zone is the core of the 

transition, characterized by replacement of old behaviours with new one.  Though 

there is no ideal process, the organization is supposed to guide, coach and nurture 

employees to smoothly transition into the different roles. Therefore, the Agency needs 

to undertake an introspection and reflect on own capabilities to inform gaps in terms 

of knowledge so that appropriate training and support can be provided.  

 

All the participants in this study believed that it was the Executive’s responsibility to 

initiate and implement transition in an organization, however the employees must also 

be given realistic information through proper communication channels. This is 

important because in the new beginning phase of transition, the individuals undergoing 

transition are to be prepared for their new roles to obtain the required skills and 

expertise (Vrazel, 2013). Hence, the employees must be coached and nurtured before 

being placed into new leadership roles. As expressed by the participants in this study, 

the Batho Pele (People-centrism) principles are key tools for a successful transition 

process, and that each employee must be assisted to prepare for leadership roles. 
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Further, Key Performance Indicators (role demarcation) should be clear for each 

individual employee. All processes should be completed before a new transition 

process could begin to avoid complications. According to Gentry, Logan and 

Tonidandel (2014), failure to equip the individuals involved in the transition process 

with the necessary leadership skills makes transition difficult and challenging. In view 

of this, the participants in this study reported that as a specialist, ones’ role is to 

implement knowledge, give advice and solutions on the field, whilst as a leader one 

shares that knowledge for the implementation and provides solution to the team. 

Therefore, adequate prior preparation is required to ensure the smooth uptake of 

responsibilities (Jaca, 2018).  

 

The study found some positive efforts with regard to preparations as the Agency 

capacitated the employees in leadership, reporting and accountability. For a smoother 

transition, internal and external consultations, transparency and active participation of 

all stakeholders is necessary. This is significant because whilst transition from 

specialists to leadership roles can be exciting, it has proven to be equally stressful for 

the incumbents (Jaca, 2018). In the case of this study, the leaders experienced stress 

with new leadership roles of leading others, new and increased workloads, new 

responsibilities which required new skills and expectations to deliver. The main source 

of stress in transitions stems from various and distinct leadership competencies 

required in post transition in the organization (Jaca, 2018). Entering the new role is 

therefore the beginning and not the end goal.  
 

The study revealed that various changes were experienced by the participants such 

as dealing with challenging situations, working with none or minimal supervision, 

becoming a teacher, time management and meeting deadlines timely. They also 

undertook trial and error methods in learning the new job. These findings are in line 

with Bridges (1991) three-phase of transition and Jaca (2018) in that transition is about 

shedding away old realities, behaviour and adopting new ones. As indicated in this 

study transition brings about growth in leadership skills, learning to strike a balance 

between managerial responsibilities and the leadership role. The balancing of 

responsibilities is important for leaders to manage resistance to change which could 

derail the progress of the organisation. This is in line with Day’s (2000) argument that 

leadership development approach should be oriented towards building organisational 
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capacity to proactively perform the basic leadership tasks such as setting direction, 

creating alignment, maintaining commitment and motivation.  

5.3 The challenges experienced by leaders during the transition process 

The study revealed that some of the leaders did not understand why the change was 

initiated, some experienced difficulties in managing teams, and there was resistance 

from other team members. There was lack of guidance to the leaders, subordinates 

were discouraged, and there were elements of suspicion and fear of new leadership. 

These findings corroborate with Jaca (2018) and Ashforth (2001) in that each role 

carries with it an identity that contains specific values, goals, beliefs, norms, interaction 

styles, and time horizons. In this context for example, specialists are sure of what they 

are doing, whereas as leaders there is a level of uncertainty, when dealing with their 

subordinates. 

This presents serious personal and organizational challenges. This is worsened by 

lack of assistance from within the organisation to address the challenges. According 

to Chang et al. (2005) people experience stress during transition, and therefore they 

need support in the form of stress management. They further indicated that as 

specialists, transitioning to leadership roles they experienced lack of role clarity, stress 

(role strain), resistance, inadequate support, shock, increased work load (role strain) 

and role conflict. According to Paese and Michelle (2006) it is highlighted that 

individuals encounter ambiguity if their expectations are not made clear when 

transition occurs.  

This hinders the success of the transition. These challenges according to the study 

could be addressed through mentorship and feasible succession plans in the 

organization. The grading of positions, job evaluations, collection of portfolios of 

evidence, supporting documentation and embracing common organizational cultures 

are useful to address challenges encountered during and after the transition. The 

Agency under the study was addressing some of its challenges through workshops 

and research to develop best practices in leadership. 

5.4 Identity – how Leaders let go of old realities and embrace new ones 
 
The study established that in the old roles as specialists they were confined in being 

doers but currently, they are leaders and the position provided them with different 
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opportunities. Stryker and Burke (2000) argue that how we act has a great deal with 

who we think we are and how we see ourselves. Thus, a role identity is a self-view, or 

a meaning attributed to oneself in relation to a specific role, which is generated 

reflexively through perceived appearance to self or others, self-judgment of that 

appearance, and effect based on that judgment (Stryker and Burke, 2000). Farmer, 

Kung-McIntyre and Tierney (2003) state that a role identity reflects an internalized set 

of role expectations, with the importance of the identity being a function of commitment 

to the relevant role.  

In the new positions, leaders tend to place more emphasis on authority and control. 

This may or may not find support from the subordinates. To manage their old realities, 

the leaders in the Agency coped with the changes and expectations of the transition 

by focusing to policies and procedures, and adhering to responsibilities. The old 

realities have to be foregone to accommodate the new ones. Therefore, to achieve 

new identities leaders had to acquaint themselves with job descriptions and ensure 

targets are achieved within certain timelines. In other words embracing change and 

self-motivation is important to balance between the old and new realities.   

The majority of participants stated that career pathing and positive attitude to learn 

and improve self were motivators to accept and support the transition from being a 

specialist and becoming a leader. They perceived that willingness to develop and 

adapt within the organization assist in employee satisfaction and developing new 

identities.  

5.5 Support Needs during and after the transition 
 
As noted earlier, transition comes with many changes and challenges. Therefore 

leaders require support to adapt to their new responsibilities. The study established 

that the leaders needed support to build their own support system, develop good 

relations, trust and opportunity to work independently. Apart from the organisational 

support, other sources of support include family and colleagues. Assuming a new role 

is exciting but can be difficult and complex especially when it requires leadership 

expertise (Weidling and Dimmock, 2006). According to Murphy (2011), for effective 

performance, novice leaders should be adequately trained and supported for the new 

role. In addition, Sirkis (2011) and Nguyen (2012) also advocate for thorough training 

and preparation of new leaders with regard to leadership, management roles, 
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responsibilities and duties. Failure to support new leaders, Ellis, Vriesendorp and 

Galer (2005) caution that they may re-embrace their previous roles and identities 

thereby creating hindrances to the process of transition. 

5.6 Behavioural changes relating from the Amalgamation 

The Entity had to go through the Amalgamation and this meant combining two entities 

into one. According to Participants this amalgamation was critical although it meant 

drastic changes for all of them. Most of them were moved from their comfortable 

regions to the central head office. This meant for some investing in buying new homes, 

move with family. For others they had to rent closer to head office whilst they 

maintained their homes. This brought a lonely and a costly life for some. As much as 

they moved from specialists to leadership roles there were times that they were doing 

their old jobs due to previous relationships they formed. There was a definite change 

in their behaviours, as specialists they were knowledge implementers and as leaders 

they change to knowledge sharing. As specialists there was Training but none as 

Leaders. As leaders they were expected by their superiors to see the bigger picture, 

teach others and their subordinates expected them as leaders to be on their side. Fight 

for them, empathise and listen. The participants felt that they were not capacitated for 

the new roles.   

5.7 Conclusion 

The study established that the Agency had to undergo a transition because it had 

come to the end of administration. In this case, there was need for a better co-

ordination, consolidation, efficiency and to avoid duplication in services. In order to 

achieve these ideals in the long-term, there is need to promote succession plan and 

determine career pathing and development.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

6.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter focused on the data analysis and presentation of findings. This 

chapter discusses drawing conclusions, making recommedations and reporting on the 

limitations of the study. The main objective of the study was to examine how the 

leaders of an Eastern Cape Development Agency experienced a transition from 

specialist roles to the leadership roles and how this shaped their leadership identity. 

The following are the conclusions made with relation to the propositions formulated in 

chapter three.  

6.2 Conclusion based on Propositions 

Informed by Bridges 1991 three-phase of transition and the literature on leadership 

and organisational changes, the following seven propositions were made. 

1. The organization handled the transition process using knowledge and transition 

experiences from other organisations that had successfully done it.  

According to the evidence gathered in this study through online interviews, the study 

established that the transition process made use of stakeholder consultations both 

internally and externally.  

2. The transition from specialist role to leadership role was strategically supported 

by all stakeholders 

The study revealed mixed reactions with regard to supporting the transition. Some 

participants felt that the transition was forced on them, whilst others argued that they 

were well prepared for it. Therefore, this means that the transition might not have 

received support from all the stakeholders.  

3. The transitioning leaders viewed the new organizational structure differently as 

compared to the previous one.  

The study established that the organisational structure was under review at the time 

of this study.  
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4. The transitioning agency leaders had challenges with roles and skills in their 

new positions.  

From both the literature and the theoretical frameworks, leaders experience role 

confusion, anxiety and sometimes a mismatch of skills with positions allocated to them 

during a transition. This study established that some leaders had challenges with 

regard to roles, since there was not enough preparation and training to take up the 

new roles. Therefore, the data confirmed this proposition that the Agency’s leader 

faced challenges in their new positions.  

5. The agency as well as the leaders had challenges with change management 

more especially adapting to the leadership ideology and processes. 

Change is complex and an irresistible component of an organisational development 

and growth. This study revealed that the transition was perceived as the better option 

for the organisation. In this case, there was little resistance to the changes in the 

organisation. Therefore, there was no challenge with change management at the 

Agency and after the transition.  

6. The main changes in the transition from specialist roles to leadership roles have 

affected the leaders’ career development.  

Organisational changes affect the career path of employee and the leaders. This study 

revealed that the leaders had mixed reactions on whether the new roles shaped their 

career development. Some were of the opinion that the transition did not affect their 

career in any way, whilst others agreed that the transition did affect their career path. 

In conclusion therefore, the transition positively or negatively affected the career 

development of the leaders.  

7. The transition from specialist role to leadership role impacted upon the leaders’ 

identity in the organization. 

One of the main concerns of this study was identity of leaders after the transition. 

Bridges’ 1991 three-phase model of transition illustrate how leaders fear losing their 

identities during a transition. Indeed, this study established that the leaders gained 

new identities especially from specialist to leader. The role expected to be played 

primarily defined their new identities and they had to learn how to go about it. 

Therefore, this study confirmed that the transition at the Agency impacted on leaders 

identities. 
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6.3 Limitations 

The study was limited to one Agency in Eastern Cape Province. Since the other 

Agencies in the area were not studied, the results cannot be generalised. Moreover, 

the study used a sample of 6 leaders that was subjected to online interviews due to 

Covid 19 pandemic. Perhaps, if the study had utilised a larger sample, the study could 

have yielded different results. The Leaders who were appointed externally straight to 

leadership positions were not included in this study. 

The study also focused on the transition process, challenges, and leaders’ identities. 

It did not look at the effectiveness and efficiency of transition in the development 

programs and how they assist newly appointed leaders. Therefore, the study did not 

investigate in detail the impact of transition within the Agency. However, despite these 

limitations, the study generated insightful findings on the experiences of the leaders 

on transition from specialist role to leadership role, and how did this affect their 

identities. 

 

6.4 Recommendations for the organization and Future Research 

The study established that the transition process at the Agency was not very clear and 

strategic in nature. In order to inform and improve future organisational transitions the 

following recommendations are made: 

(i) Timely and clear communication – there is need for thorough internal and 

external consultations when initiating and undertaking any organisational 

restructuring. This is important for all stakeholders to support and implement 

the intended change. Further, this assists in getting all the stakeholders to 

know what is expected, the responsibilities and the impact the change will 

have on everybody.  

(ii) It should perhaps partner with an independent professional consultant to 

ensure positive results for change. 

(iii) Knowledge management and creation inside the organisation should be top 

priority. This is because the study established that the Agency usually 

recruits its senior management internally. Therefore, knowledge sharing is 

critical in this Agency. 
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(iv) Annual skills audit, workplace skills plan, and annual training plan should be 

prioritized to ensure that staff is capacitated and there is multi skilling in the 

organisation. Mentoring sessions for the leaders is highly recommended. 

(v) For future studies, researchers should include subordinates in their studies 

to capture their views on what they expect of their leaders, since the current 

study focused on leaders only.  

6.5 Conclusion  

This study focused on leaders’ experiences on transition from specialist role to 

leadership role. The literature on leadership development within organisation, 

enhances the understanding of transition and its challenges. The main difference 

between the specialists and leaders from both the literature and the current study is 

that, the first is the doer and the latter does amongst others: oversight, problem 

solving, listening, identifying potential challenges, providing support, team building, 

people management and coaching. The Agency is priviledged to have leaders of this 

calibre, their can do attitude, agility, flexibility and adaptability is what made them carry 

through during the trying times. They have a positive attitude and willingness to learn.  

The Covid 19 pandemic forced employees in the organization to make use of online 

methods. This needed a lot of adjustment from their end coupled with long working 

hours. The organisation can provide for employee participation with regards to the 

importance of each performance management function to design an effective 

performance management system that is embraced by employees (Ochurub, et al., 

2012). Moreover, the study revealed a number of challenges related to the transition 

such as lack of preparadness, lack of: consultation with all stakeholders, training for  

new roles, and support in executing the new roles. These challenges amongst others 

hindered the smooth implementation of the transition.  

Generally, this study achieved its aim of investigating the Eastern Cape Development 

Agency leaders experiences of transition from specialist role to leadership role, and 

how this impacted their identities.  
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APPENDIX 4: INTERVIEW QUESTIONNARE 
RHODES UNIVERSITY 

RHODES BUSINESS SCHOOL 
 

MASTERS OF BUSINESS ADMINISTRATION RESEARCH PROJECT 

 

RESEARCHER: Noxolo Patricia Mbokoma (0825642692) 

 

SUPERVISOR:  Kevin Rafferty  
 
  

TOPIC: How the Leaders of an Eastern Cape Development Agency experienced 
a transition from specialist roles to the leadership roles and how this shaped their 

leadership identity 

Dear Participant. 

I am a Master of Business Administration (MBA) Student at Rhodes University.  

Currently I am collecting primary data as the component of my study. 

My topic is entitled “How the Leaders of an Eastern Cape Development Agency 

experienced a transition from specialist roles to the leadership roles and how this 

shaped their leadership identity”.  

In order to complete this project, the latter part of this project involves face to face 

interviews with a sample of respondents on the same subject.  The information you 

provide will help the researcher to establish how the participants experienced the 

transition and how it shaped their leadership identity.   

 You are requested to participate in focus group discussion frankly and honestly.  Your 

response will be kept strictly confidential.  

The interviews should take you only 30-45 minutes and there are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ 

answers.  Thank you very much for your time and cooperation. I greatly appreciate the 

help of your organization and yourself in furthering this research study. 
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INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

The company has had people that moved from non-managerial to managerial 

positions. The study is conducted targeting participants that moved from non-

managerial position to a managerial position in the past 3 to 10 years. 

Given this background, explain the following: - 

 

Section A: Biographical Data 

 
1. Gender of the participant---------------------------------------------------------------------------

---- 

2. Age of the participant-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--- 

3. What is your highest qualification----------------------------------------------------------------

-  

4. For how many years have you been in this leadership position-------------------------

--- 

5. How many direct reports do you have----------------------------------------------------------

-- 

 

Section B: Transition from specialist role to the leadership role  

This section is broken down into nine propositions, which are transition process, 

organizational structure, workload and skills, identity, financial status, change 

management, challenges, support system, and career development.  

 

1. Transition Process 
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(i) How did you experience the transition from specialist role to the 

leadership role? 

(ii) What do you think is the ideal process of initiating and implementing 

a transition in an organization? 

(iii) How would you describe a successful transition process in the 

context of this agency? 

 

2. Identity 
(i) Describe yourself in the old role and the new role?  

(ii) How do your peers perceive you in your new position as compared 

to your previous role position? 

(iii) How did you cope with the changes and expectations associated with 

the transition?  

(iv) How did you let go of old realities? How did you identify yourself 

within the organization and within yourself prior to the transition? How 

do you identify yourself now in the leader role? 

(v) How do you describe your readiness for the new position?  

(vi) If there was a provision for the reversal of the transition decision, 

would you support it? Why would you support or not support it? 

  

3. Workload & Skills 
(i) What were you doing as a specialist based on your skills (function), 

which differs from your new position as a leader? 

(ii) Describe how the new workload and roles match with your skill and 

capacity? 

(iii) How did you manage to shift from previous workload to the expected 

new skills? 

(iv) How do you compare the new skills to the previous ones?  How do 

you feel about your competency to fulfil the new role? 

 

4. Organization Structure  
(i) Why was the transition necessary for this agency? 

(ii) How were the expected role players involved in decision making in 

this transition?  
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(iii) How did the transition affect the organogram of the agency?  

(iv) How did this (above) affect your career development? 

(v) How has the transition addressed the organizational needs that led 

to the initiation and implementation of the transition? 

(vi) How is the efficiency and effectiveness of the agency leadership and 

reporting chain after the transition?   

 

5. Change Management  
(i) What were the main changes that you have experienced as a 

leader during the transition process from a specialist role to a 

leadership role? 

(ii) How did the change sharpen your leadership identity? 

(iii) How did the agency manage resistance to change if any, before, 

during and after the transition period? 

(iv) How did the agency leadership address the conflicts arising from 

roles, and role confusion after the transition?  

(v) If you were going to go through a similar transition, what would you 

recommend in order to make for a smoother transition? How would 

you ensure this took place? 

 

6. Challenges  
(i) What challenges did you experience as a result of transition?  

(ii) How did you overcome these challenges? Who assisted you in the 

transition? How did they assist you? 

(iii) What assistance would have helped you to make the transition and 

overcome the challenges? 

(iv) What organizational challenges did the agency encounter during, 

and after the transition?  

(v) Describe how these challenges were addressed.   

 

7. Financial Status  
(i) How did the transition affect the financial efficiency of the agency?  

(ii) How did the transition affect your financial status from the old to the 

new leadership role position?  
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8. Support System  
(i) How are you supported in your new position?  

(ii) What factors made your transition easier? Who provided this 

assistance? How did they do it? 

(iii) How does the agency communicate the opportunities for support for 

the new positions?  

(iv) How would you describe the nature of support you receive in 

relation to the needs to the organization? 

(v) What do you think the organizational leadership should be doing to 

support leaders during their transition process to the leadership 

role? 

 

9. Career Progress  
(i) What motivated you the most to desire a transition from specialist 

role to leadership role?  

(ii) How do you think this would improve your career development? 

(iii) Did the organizations promote you based on your technical skills or 

on your management skills?  

 

Thank you for taking your precious time to be part of the discussions. 

 

 


